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(57) ABSTRACT

A system and techniques for decoding a message received
over a communication channel comprises a receiver for
receiving an encoded message. A sorting module is config-
ured to organize candidate messages into a number of bins,
sort the candidate messages within each bin, and output a
group of candidate messages, the group comprising a number
of' most likely candidate messages from each message bin. A
traceback module is configured to receive the most likely
candidate message, and to walk through the tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message.
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1
SYSTEM AND APPARATUS FOR DECODING
TREE-BASED MESSAGES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit under 35 U.S.C. §119
(e) of U.S. Provisional Application No. 61/651,336, filed May
24, 2012, titled SPINAL DECODER, and U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/789,954, filed Mar. 15, 2013, titled Harp-
WARE. IMPLEMENTATION For DEcoDER, both of which are incor-
porated herein by reference in their entirety.

STATEMENTS REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH

Not Applicable

FIELD

The concepts, systems and techniques described herein
relate to decoding digital data for reliable transmission over
communication channels and more particularly to decoding
of the tree-based messages.

BACKGROUND

As itis known in the art, transmissions in noisy systems are
often encoded into a sequence of symbols in such a manner
that the message can be recovered from the symbols even
when received in the presence of noise or other impairments.
Examples of such systems include artificial systems like cell
phone networks, and natural systems, such as human speech.
When received, these encoded messages must be decoded by
the receiving device. Many encoding schemes employ error
detection and correction to increase reliability and accuracy
of'the received messages. Some decoding schemes make use
of a tree data structure (or simply a “tree”) containing all
possible decoded messages for each received transmission. In
such a tree, each path from the root node to an edge (i.e., leaf
node) of the tree represents a potential message. However, if
the tree of all possible messages is large, it may be expensive
to implement a decoder in hardware because of the large
amount of circuitry required. Also, given fast data rates for
transmissions, the decoding process for some tree-based
decoding schemes may take a prohibitively long time to com-
plete.

SUMMARY

In accordance with the concepts, systems and techniques
described herein, a system for decoding digital data for reli-
able transmission over noisy or otherwise unreliable commu-
nication channel includes a receiver capable of receiving an
encoded message, a sorting module configured to organize
candidate messages into a number of bins, sort the candidate
messages within each bin, and output a group of candidate
messages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and a traceback
module configured to receive the most likely candidate mes-
sages, and walk through the a tree of candidate messages to
generate a decoded message.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing features of this invention, as well as the
invention itself, may be more fully understood from the fol-
lowing description of the drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a wireless transmission system.
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FIG. 2 is a diagram of a tree data structure for decoding an
encoded message.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of a received message compared to two
candidate messages.

FIG. 4 is a diagram of a memory for sorting candidate
messages.

FIG. 5 is a diagram of a memory for sorting candidate
messages and a list of sorted messages.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of a decoder.

FIG. 7 is as block diagram of a traceback module.

FIG. 8 is a diagram illustrating windowed traceback
through a traceback module.

FIG. 9 is a block diagram of a computing device.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Before describing an encoding system and techniques
associate therewith, some introductory concepts and termi-
nology are explained.

Noisy systems, those in which an original message is per-
turbed by some physical phenomenon, are often decoded
using a directed graph representation. This graph could be a
tree, or it could have a more complex trellis structure. Paths in
the graph represent potential messages. Edges in the graph
relate prefixes of potential messages. In choosing the most
likely original message, the decoder explores the graph or
portions of the graph to find the most likely original message.

Reference is sometimes made to an “original message” or
more simply a “message.” The message may be represented
as a “sequence” or “stream” of digital bits which, may also be
referred to as a “digital signal.” The “original message” may
refer to the message (i.e. sequence of data) originally sent by
a transmitter. The term “original message” typically refers to
the message prior the message being encoded, but may also
refer to the message after it has been encoded. In some cases,
an analog or continuous parameter signal can be converted
into a digital signal using known analog-to-digital conversion
techniques. In this case, the values of the bits in the bit stream
are selected such that the digital signal is a close representa-
tion of the analog or continuous parameter signal (within a
selected error metric). The digital data values may be stored in
a digital data storage de ice, such as a memory for example, as
an array of numbers representing the message, etc.

Reference is sometimes made to a “candidate message” or
a “candidate.” A candidate message is a sequence of data that
ma be the same as the original message. For example, during
decoding of the original message, a decoder may not know the
data sequence of the original message. Therefore, the decoder
may be presented with multiple data sequences (i.e. candidate
messages), each one of which could be the original message.
Alternatively, a candidate message may refer to the data
stored in a node of a graph or tree structure. Candidate mes-
sage may also refer to the data stored in a node and its parent
nodes within a tree structure.

Reference is sometimes made to a “best candidate message
(or more simply a “best candidate)”. A “best candidate mes-
sage” is a candidate message deemed, (or selected) from
among one or more candidate messages most likely to be the
same an original message during decoding operations. Since
a decoder may not know which candidate message is the same
as the original message, there may be more than one best
candidate message at different points in time throughout a
decoding process. Therefore, the decoding process may com-
prise choosing the best candidate message or messages, i.e.
the candidate messages that are most likely the same as the
original message.
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Reference is sometimes made to a “symbol.”” A symbol is a
sequence of data comprising all or part of a message.

Reference is sometimes made to a “tree.” A tree is a hier-
archical data structure having nodes and connections between
nodes. Each node in the tree represents a data structure at least
one value and a list of references to other nodes (“child”
nodes). The node that references a child node is sometimes
referred to herein as a “parent” node. Nodes that have the
same parent are sometimes referred to herein as “sibling”
nodes. Nodes at the same hierarchical level within the tree
(e.g. sibling and cousin nodes) are sometimes collectively
referred to herein as a “generation.”

Reference is sometimes made to a “search space” ora “tree
search space.” A search space is a set of data containing
candidate messages. In some embodiments, the search space
is the set of messages to be searched in order to identify the
best candidate message. A tree search space is a set of mes-
sages, based on a tree data structure, to be searched. Although
“tree search space” is sometimes used herein, one skilled in
the art will recognize that a “search space” may comprise, but
is not limited to, a “tree search space.” Additionally, although
the disclosure uses tree data structures as examples, one
skilled in the art will recognize that the embodiments
described below may operate on other data structures, such as
graphs, lists, or the like.

Referring now to FIG. 1 wireless communication system
10 includes atransceiver 12 and a transceiver 14. Transceivers
12 and 14 are capable of sending and receiving messages
through wireless networks 16 and 18. Wireless networks 16
and 18 may include any number of repeaters, routers, broad-
casttowers, or other devices to receive network traffic from its
source and direct network traffic to its intended recipient
devices. In an embodiment, transceivers 12 and 14 may
include encoders to encode the original message prior to
transmission, and decoders to decode messages once they are
received. The encoding and decoding mechanisms may, in an
embodiment, be rateless codes that may include error correc-
tion and/or compression. For example, the encoders and
decoders may comprise spinal encoders and decoders as
described, for example, in U.S. Provisional Application No.
61/651,336, which is incorporated here by reference in its
entirety. In an embodiment, transceivers 12 and 14 may be
cell phones, tablets, computers, or any other equipment
capable of sending and receiving messages over a network.

FIG. 2 shows an example of a tree-based decoding scheme.
In such a scheme, each node in a tree 210 represents a data
sequence or “message.” For example, the node 200 may rep-
resent the message “00.” A sequence of parent/child nodes
can be used to construct a longer message. For example,
starting with node 202, a message can be constructed by
“walking up” the tree though parent nodes 204, 206, and 208
and combining together the message contained in each parent
node 202, 204, 206, 208. If the message constructed by
appending messages from each node, then the message con-
structed from nodes 202 (having data 00), 204 (having data
11), 206 (having data 00), and 208 (having data 01) may be:
“00 11 00 01,” The message can also be combined together
using other techniques. For example, the messages can be
constructed by prepending data from parent nodes in the tree.
Messages may also be constructed by partially walking
through tree 210. For example, in an embodiment, the system
will construct a partial message by walking through one or
more generations, but not all generations, of parent nodes
within tree 210. The result of the partial walkback may com-
prise an output of the system. In subsequent iterations, the
system will perform another partial walkback and output the
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result. By performing a sequence of partial walkbacks and
outputting the result, the system can construct an entire mes-
sage.

Inanembodiment, iftree 210 were expanded to its full size,
tree 210 may include all possible original messages. For
example, if an encoded message having X bits is received,
tree 210 may be constructed so that every possible original
message can be constructed from the tree structure. In such an
embodiment, each tree node, including some or all of its
parent nodes, may be considered a candidate message. The
decoder may then operate to weed out tree paths that are less
likely to be the original message and retain tree paths that are
more likely to be the original message. The decoder may, in an
embodiment, operate to determine a best candidate mes-
sage—i.e. a candidate message with the highest likelihood of
being the original message.

In an embodiment, the decoder may determine which can-
didate messages have a high likelihood of being the original
message by comparing the received message with expected
values.

Referring to FIG. 3, received symbols are shown with an X
and expected symbols are shown with a dot. The expected
symbols may be viewed as candidate messages within tee
210. For example, the expected symbols in column 302 and
304 may represent candidate messages or nodes in tree 210.

As shown, the received symbols in column 302 are rela-
tively close to the expected symbols. However, the received
symbols in column 304 are more distant from the expected
symbols. Thus in this particular example, the candidate mes-
sage in column 302 may be a better candidate than 304
because the expected symbols are closer to the received sym-
bols.

A decoder may use various mathematical techniques
known in the art to assign a value to the “distance” between
the received symbol and the expected symbol or between
sequences of related symbols. The decoder may then use this
value to sort the expected symbols (i.e. the candidate mes-
sages) according to which is the closest. In some embodi-
ments, expected symbols that have shorter distances to the
received message may be considered better candidates than
expected symbols that have greater distances to the received
message. Other metrics may of course also be used to evaluate
a candidate message.

In general, distance or difference between the received
message and the candidate messages is used, in some systems
(e.g. speech recognition systems) a spectrum/feature differ-
ence measure may be used that can determine a distance or
closeness between the received message and the candidate
messages.

If tree 210 is large and/or the messages are long, it may
require a large amount hardware or software resources to
retain all the nodes in tree 210 and/or to sort the candidate
messages to find a best candidate message. Accordingly, vari-
ous techniques may be used to reduce the amount of resources
required.

FIG. 4 depicts a memory 410 that may be used to retain
candidate messages. The memory 410 may be volatile or
non-volatile, and may be any type of memory that can be read
from or written to. For example, memory 410 may be a RAM,
a FLASH, a set of registers, etc.

In an embodiment, the decoder may retain B nodes in
memory at a given time as and at a given generation in the tree
210. These B nodes will have B*2"k child nodes, where k is
the number of hits in the message being decoded. At each
generation, the decoder may sort the B*2"k nodes to find the
B nodes that are the best (e.g. most likely) candidates. The
decoder may then discard those B*(2°k-1) nodes that
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received lower scores than the B best candidates. However,
this sorting process may require a large amount of time and/or
computing resources.

To reduce the amount of resources required, memory 410
may be segmented into separate bins 404 or sections of
memory. Although memory locations within the bins 404 are
shown as congruous, this is not a requirement. In an embodi-
ment, memory 410 may be segmented into a bins so that each
ofthe a bins contains f*2"k candidates of which § most likely
candidates are selected, where p=B/c.. Instead of sorting the
entire list of $*2"k candidate messages, the decoder may sort
each bin. After the sort is performed, each of the o bins 404
may contain a sorted list of f candidate messages. The best
candidates from each bin 404 may then be selected to pro-
ceed, and the other candidates from each bin 404 may be
discarded. In an embodiment, the best B/a. candidates from
each bin 404 are selected, as shown in FIG. 4, while the
remaining candidate from each bin 404 are discarded. How-
ever, any number of best candidates from each bin 404 may be
selected, according to design. In embodiments, not all bins
are active at the same time. For example, some bins may be
stored in registers or other memory until they are used at a
later time.

To further improve the efficiency of the sorting, sibling
candidates from tree 210 may be placed into different bins (as
shown by arrows 406). This will allow the best candidates to
be sorted within each bin 404. For example, if a parent node
is a good candidate, then its child nodes may also be good
candidates. If these good child candidates are placed in sepa-
rate bins, they will not compete with each other during the
sorting process, so that each of the good sibling candidates
will be able to rise to the top of the sorted list to be propagated
to the next step of the decoding process.

In an embodiment, separate threads, processors, pipelines,
or pipeline stages may used to sort each bin 404. In some
embodiments, each bin 404 may be sorted at the same time,
i.e. in parallel, so that sorting of each bin 404 is completed at
the same time. In other embodiments, the bins 404 may be
sorted in a pipelined manner so that the sorting processes are
completed in successive hardware or software cycles.

Once the sorting of each bin 404 is complete, the best
candidates from each bin may be retained and added to a list
500 of best candidates, as shown in FIG. 5.

Turning to FIG. 6, a block diagram of a decoder 600 is
shown. The decoder 600 includes a memory 602 for receiving
candidate messages in an embodiment, memory 602 may
include candidate messages that have been sorted, as
described above.

Decoder 600 also includes a sorting module 604 and a
traceback module 618. The sorting module operates to sort
candidate message to identify best candidate messages. The
sorting module 604 may be a pipelined sorting module, as
indicated by blocks 606-612. Each block 606-612 represents
a pipeline stage of the sorting module 604. For example,
pipeline stage 606 may perform a first sort algorithm, stage
608 may perform a second sort algorithm, stage 610 may
perform a third sort algorithm, and stage 612 may perform a
fourth sort algorithm. In one exemplary embodiment, each
stage 606-612 performs a partial sort. In such an embodiment,
the list of candidate messages is completely sorted when it
exits stage 612, and is partially sorted when it exits each of the
other stages.

In an embodiment, some or all of the pipelined sorting
stages 606-612 can be turned off so they do not operate. When
some of the pipelined sorting stages are turned off, the list of
candidate messages exiting stage 612 may be partially, rather
than completely sorted because not, all the sort operations
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were performed. As will be discussed below, it may be advan-
tageous to perform a partial sort rather than a full sort in some
circumstances. Turning pipeline stages off may conserve
power and increase the speed of the sorting process, which
may be beneficial in certain applications like cell phones,
tablets, laptops, and other battery powered devices, for
example.

A partial sort may also be achieved by sorting fewer than B
candidates of the candidate messages. For example, the sys-
tem can sort a subset of the B candidates to reduce sorting
requirements.

In an embodiment, the output 614 of the sorting module
604 may be a list of } candidate messages (e.g. list 500 in FIG.
5, after being sorted). These § candidate messages are either
be fed back to the sort module 604 (if the sort operation is
complete) or fed back to the cache 616 (if the sort operation is
not yet complete).

The cache 616 may have a width of a and act as a delay
buffer or shift register so that candidate messages entering the
cache 616 will exit the cache 616 after a clock cycles. The
delay may also be managed via flow control and/or backpres-
sure techniques. As the candidate messages exit cache 616,
they may be combined with W new candidate messages from
memory 602. These f+W candidate messages are subse-
quently sorted by the sorting module 604. At the end of stage
612, the best §§ candidates are retained and the remaining W
candidates are discarded.

After the pipelined sorting module 612 has executed
(B*2°k)/W iterations of the sorting process, there may remain
a sorted lists having [} candidate messages each. These lists
can be fed into traceback module 604. As noted above, the
number of candidates sorted in the sorting process can vary
dynamically during the decoding process so that the number
of candidates comprising the output of sorting module 612
may be less than B candidates.

Referring now to FIG. 7, a traceback module 604 includes
backtrace RAM 702 and a trace cache 704. The traceback
module 604 may receive the most likely candidate message
and trace back (i.e. walk back up or recurse tree 210) to
reconstruct the entire message.

In applications having long messages, the traceback pro-
cess may require large amounts of memory and time. For
example, given a most likely candidate, a typical traceback
module may read the parent from memory, receive the par-
ent’s value, then read the grandparent from memory, then
read the grandparent’s value, etc. This requires a memory that
can hold many parent candidate messages. Also, because
reading RAM takes time (often multiple clock cycles), typical
traceback modules may be slow.

To facilitate the traceback process, traceback module 604
may perform a windowed traceback. A windowed traceback
may be a short traceback that is performed on a portion of tree
210 rather than tracing all the way back to the root node. For
example, instead of tracing back the entire tree 210, traceback
module 604 may receive perform a short traceback of one or
more generations at each generation of the tree 210. The
results of the short traceback, the value of the parent candidate
messages, may be stored in traceback cache 704.

Referring to FIG. 8, tree 210 is shown with brackets 802,
804, and 806 representing traceback windows. During the
traceback operation, traceback module 618 performs a trace-
back of the latest window of candidate messages. For
example, during processing of a particular generation of tree
210, instead of tracing back the entire tree 210, traceback
module 618 may traceback one or more generations of tree
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210 and store the values of the traceback (i.e. the values stored
in the nodes that were traced back from a particular child
node) in traceback cache 704.

To illustrate the operation, assume that candidate message
810 in generation 822 is determined (e.g. by sorting module
604 in FIG. 6) to be the best candidate message. Traceback
module 618 (FIG. 6) may recurse the tree to find parent
candidate message 812, and may the store the values, i.e. the
data contained in candidate messages 810 and 812, in trace-
back cache 704.

Assume also that when generation 824 is processed by the
decoder, that candidate message 816 is determined to be the
best candidate message of generation 824. Traceback module
may begin to recurse tree 210 starting from candidate mes-
sage 816. Because candidate message 810 is the parent of
candidate message 816, and because the value of candidate
message 810 (and grandparent message 812) are stored in
traceback cache 704, traceback module is only required to
recurse a single generation of tree 210 before it finds the
values of the parent messages already stored in traceback
cache 704. Traceback module 618 can then construct the
entirety of candidate message 816 by appending (or prepend-
ing or via some other combing technique) the values of can-
didate messages 810 and 812, already stored in traceback
cache 714 to candidate message 816. Traceback module 618
stores the value of candidate message 816 in traceback cache
714. In embodiments, traceback cache 714 is implemented as
a shift register.

Traceback module 618 may also assign a convergence
score to traceback operations. For instance, in the example
above, the traceback operation receives a convergence score
of one because traceback module had to recurse one genera-
tion of candidate message 816 before it found a parent of
candidate message 816 stored in traceback cached 704.

A convergence score of two or higher may be given to
traceback operations that require recursion of more than one
generation of tree 210, i.e. where the candidate message being
traced back may not have an immediate parent candidate
message stored in traceback cache 704. Consider, liar
example, generation 826. During processing of generation
826, decoder 600 may determine that candidate message 818
is the best candidate, and traceback module 618 may trace
back candidate message 818 and store it (and its parent mes-
sages 816, 810, and 812) in traceback cache 704.

However, during processing of generation 828, decoder
600 may determine that candidate message 814 is the best
candidate message. As shown, the parent of candidate mes-
sage 814 is candidate message 820, not candidate message
818 which was determined to be the best candidate message
in the previous generation. When traceback module 618
recurses tree 210, it may not find an immediate parent (i.e.
candidate message 820) in traceback cache 704 because can-
didate message 820 was not determined to be a best candi-
date. Traceback module 618 may then continue recursing the
tree, and may discover that candidate message 816 (the
grandparent of candidate message 814) is stored in traceback
cache 704. Because the traceback converged with grandpar-
ent candidate message 816 after two recursions of tree 210,
traceback module 618 may assign a convergence value of two
to the operation. Other schemes, such as squaring the dis-
tance, etc., can also be used to calculate and assign the con-
vergence value.

In an embodiment, traceback module 618 may be config-
ured to process and store more than one best candidate mes-
sage from each generation in traceback cache 704. This may
increase the likelihood of convergence during traceback
operations. The number of best candidate messages from
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each generation may be one, two, four, eight, or any number
as desired by design requirements.

Additionally or alternatively, traceback module 618 may
store a number of generations traced-back candidate mes-
sages, depending on the size traceback cache 704. The num-
ber of generations stored may be one, two, four, eight, or any
number as desired by design requirements.

Decoder 600 may use the convergence value to dynami-
cally or statically increase efficiency of the decoding opera-
tion. For example, decoder 600 may perform more or less
sorting operations depending on the convergence value. To
adjust the number of sorting operations, decoder 600 dynami-
cally increases or decreases the search space, i.e. the number
of candidate messages to be sorted. Additionally or alterna-
tively, decoder 600 dynamically decreases the number of
sorting operations so that a partial sort of the candidate mes-
sages is performed. For example, if traceback module 618
consistently assigns low convergence values to traceback
operations, it may indicate that decoder 600 is performing
more sorting operations than necessary to properly decode
the incoming messages. Decoder 600 may then decrease the
search space by sorting fewer candidate messages or perform-
ing fewer sort operations in order to, for example, increase the
speed of the sorting operation and save power. Decreasing the
search space may decrease the accuracy of the sorting opera-
tion. However, decreased sorting accuracy may be acceptable
in certain situations (e.g. when the received wireless signal or
received message has a high signal to noise ration). In such
instances where the convergence value is low, decoder 600
may be able to decode incoming messages with a high degree
of accuracy even if the accuracy of the sorting algorithm is
decreased.

Conversely, if the convergence value is high (for example,
if the wireless transmissions received by the decoder contain
relatively high amounts of noise), then decoder 600 may
require the sorting operation to be performed with increased
accuracy. Therefore, if the convergence value assigned by
traceback module 618 is high, decoder 600 may increase the
search s space.

In embodiments, decoder 600 decreases the size of the
search space by disabling some or all of the sorting pipeline
stages (see FIG. 6), by changing the frequency of clock sig-
nals, and/or by gating power to some or all of sort module 604.
Decoder 600 can also use a combination of techniques to
decrease the search space. Conversely, decoder 600 increases
the search space by enabling some or all of the pipeline stages,
changing the frequency of clock signals, and/or by gating
power to some or all of sort module 604. Decoder 600 can also
use a combination of techniques to increase the search space.

In an embodiment, decoder 600 is configured to receive an
external control signal to dynamically or statically adjust the
size of the search space. For example, decoder 600 may
receive a signal that instructs decoder 600 to turn particular
pipeline stages on or off, to gate power to some or all of sort
decoder 600, to change a clock frequency, to enable or disable
software modules that perform the decoding operation, etc.
The control signal can be an analog or digital signal, a packet,
a data stream, etc. In embodiments, the control signal
instructs decoder 600 specifically as to how to alter, adjust,
enable, or disable pipeline stages, software modules, clocks,
etc. In other embodiments, the control signal simply instructs
or requests decoder 600 to increase or decrease the search
space, or to increase or decrease power consumption. Upon
receipt of the signal, decoder 600 then alters, adjusts, enables,
or disables pipeline stages, software modules, clocks, etc. in
accordance with the control signal.
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During decoding operations, decoder 600 may continu-
ously or periodically monitor the convergence value and
dynamically adjust the size of the search space. Decoder 600
may also process the convergence values by, for example,
maintaining a running average of convergence values. Based
on the convergence value, decoder 600 may also turn other
features or hardware elements on and off. For example, if the
convergence value is low, it may indicate that the message
being received is of high quality. In such situations, decoder
600 may turn off input filters, amplifiers, or other signal
processing hardware or software elements to conserve power
if they are not needed. Decoder may also, for example discard
unnecessary parts of the incoming rateless message and not
process them if they are not needed. Conversely, if the con-
vergence value is high, decoder 600 may turn such elements
on to improve signal quality. In embodiments, decoder 600 is
configured either statically, dynamically, or both, adjust the
size of the search space based on, hr example, an external
control signal received by decoder 600.

In embodiments, decoder 600 also uses the convergence
value to predict whether decode operations will fail. For
example, if the sort operating is operating with high accuracy
and the convergence value remains high, it may indicate that
the incoming messages cannot be properly decoded. This can
occur, for example, if the incoming message has a low signal
to noise ration. Decoder 600 also uses the convergence value
to determine how much of the rateless incoming message
needs to be decoded, and how much can be discarded. Dis-
carding unnecessary portions of the incoming message can
conserve power, time, and other resources. Decoder 600 may
also provide the convergence value to other portions or layers
of a system in which decoder 600 is a part. For example,
decoder 600 can provide the convergence value to a receiver
module, which can then use the convergence value to adjust
its reception. As another example, decoder 600 can provide
the convergence value to a communication module that can
coordinate with other transceivers to adjust transmission
rates—i.e. reduce transmission rate if the convergence value
is high or increase transmission if the convergence value is
low.

Embodiments of the technology may be implemented in
hardware, software, or a combination of hardware and soft-
ware. Referring to FIG. 9, a software embodiment may
include software instructions stored on a computer readable
storage device 900 (e.g. a RAM, ROM, hard disc, CD, DVD.
Flash drive, and the like). The instructions may be source
code, script code, pseudo-code, machine code, assembly
code, or any other type of code that can be executed by a
processor 902. When executed, the instructions may cause the
processor 902 (or other hardware such as encoder/decoder
904) to perform decoding operations as described above.

The embodiments should not be limited to disclosed
embodiments but rather should be limited only by the spirit
and scope of the appended claims. All publications and ref-
erences cited herein are expressly incorporated herein by
reference in their entirety.

The invention claimed is:

1. A system for decoding messages comprising:

a receiver capable of receiving an encoded message;

sorting module configured to organize candidate messages

into a number of bins, sort the candidate messages
within each bin, and output group of candidate mes-
sages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely

candidate message, and walk through a tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message;
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wherein the sorting module is configured to organize B
candidate messages into o bins having $*2k candidate
message each, and to choose the most likely [ messages
from each bin, where B=a*[3, the total candidate mes-
sages per generation is B¥2'k, and k is a length in bits of
the candidate message or a portion thereof, where a, f3,
and B are non-negative integers and k is a non-negative
integer.

2. The system of claim 1 wherein the sorting module is a

pipelined sorting module having pipeline stages.

3. A system for decoding messages comprising:

a receiver capable of receiving an encoded message;

sorting module configured to organize candidate messages
into a number of bins, sort the candidate messages
within each bin, and output group of candidate mes-
sages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely
candidate message, and walk through a tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message;

wherein the sorting module is configured to place sibling
candidate messages into different bins.

4. The system of claim 3 wherein the sorting module is a

pipelined sorting module having pipeline stages.

5. A system for decoding messages comprising:

a receiver capable of receiving an encoded message;

sorting module configured to organize candidate messages
into a number of bins, sort the candidate messages
within each bin, and output group of candidate mes-
sages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely
candidate message, and walk through a tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message;

wherein the sorting module is a pipelined sorting module
having pipeline stages wherein the pipeline stages can
be individually enabled and disabled.

6. The system of claim 5 wherein the sorting module is
configured to enable and/or disable the pipeline stages
dynamically during operation.

7. The system of claim 5 wherein the sorting module is
configured to organize the candidate messages into a first
plurality of bins, with each bin having plurality of candidate
messages, and to select a number of messages from each bin
that correspond to the most likely candidate messages in each
bin.

8. A system for decoding messages comprising:

a receiver capable of receiving an encoded message;

sorting module configured to organize candidate messages
into a number of bins, sort the candidate messages
within each bin, and output group of candidate mes-
sages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely
candidate message, and walk through a tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message wherein the
sorting module is a pipelined sorting module having
pipeline stages and wherein each pipeline stage per-
forms a partial sort of the candidate messages.

9. The system of claim 8 wherein the sorting module is
configured to sort the candidate messages based on a com-
puted distance between the candidate messages and the
encoded message.

10. The system of claim 9 wherein the traceback module
includes a traceback cache.

11. The system of claim 8 wherein the traceback module
includes a traceback cache.
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12. A system for decoding messages comprising:

a receiver capable of receiving an encoded message;

sorting module configured to organize candidate messages

into a number of bins, sort the candidate messages
within each bin, and output a group of candidate mes-
sages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely

candidate message, and walk through a tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message wherein the
traceback module includes a traceback cache and
wherein the traceback module is further configured to
store values of previously processed candidate messages
in the traceback cache.

13. A system for decoding messages comprising:

a receiver capable of receiving an encoded message;

sorting module configured to organize candidate messages

into a number of bins, sort the candidate messages
within each bin, and output group of candidate mes-
sages, the group comprising a number of most likely
candidate messages from each message bin; and

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely

candidate message, and walk through a tree of candidate
messages to generate a decoded message wherein the
traceback module includes a traceback cache; and
wherein the traceback module is further configured to
assign a convergence score to traceback operations,
wherein the convergence score is based on a number of
generations between the most likely candidate message
and a previously processed candidate messages stored
by the traceback module.

14. The system of claim 13 wherein the sorting module is
configured to adjust a size of a search space based on a value
of the convergence score or based on an external control
signal.

15. The system of claim 14 wherein the sorting module is
further configured to adjust the size of the search space by
adjusting the number of sort operations performed by the
sorting module or adjusting the number of candidate mes-
sages to be sorted.

16. The system of claim 14 wherein the sorting module is
further configured to adjust the size of the search space by
turning pipeline stages on or off, gating power to portions of
the sorting module, changing a frequency of a clock, altering
software-based parameters, or a combination thereof.

17. A system for decoding a message received over a com-
munication channel, the method comprising:

a receiving an encoded message;

organizing a plurality of candidate messages into a number

of'bins in a memory;

sorting the candidate messages within each bin;

producing a group of candidate messages consisting of

number of most likely candidate messages from each
bin; and

tracing at least one of the most likely candidate messages

through a the tree of candidate messages to generate a
decoded message wherein organizing the plurality of
candidate messages includes placing the candidate mes-
sages into o bins having up to $*2"k candidate message
each.

18. The method of claim 17 further comprising choosing
the best messages from each bin as the most likely candidate
messages, where B=a.f3, the total candidate messages per
generation is B*2"k, and k is a length hi bits of the candidate
message or a portion thereof, where ¢, 3, k, and B are positive
integers.
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19. The method of claim 17 wherein sorting the candidate
messages comprises sorting the candidate messages based on
a computed distance between the candidate messages and the
encoded message.

20. The method of claim 19 wherein tracing includes stor-
ing values of previously processed candidate messages in a
traceback cache.

21. A system for decoding messages received over a com-
munication channel, the method comprising:

a receiving an encoded message;

organizing a plurality of candidate messages into a number

of bins in a memory;

sorting the candidate messages within each bin;

producing a group of candidate messages consisting of

number of most likely candidate messages from each
bin; and

tracing at least one of the most likely candidate messages

through a the tree of candidate messages to generate a
decoded message; and

placing sibling candidate messages into separate bins.

22. The method of claim 21 wherein the sorting the candi-
date messages includes processing the candidate messages in
a pipelined sorting module having pipeline stages.

23. The method of claim 21 wherein sorting the candidate
messages within each bin comprises performing a partial sort
of the candidate messages within each bin.

24. The method of claim 21 wherein sorting the candidate
message within each bin comprises re-ordering a list of can-
didate messages within a list.

25. A system for decoding a message received over a com-
munication channel, the method comprising:

a receiving an encoded message;

organizing a plurality of candidate messages into a number

of bins in a memory;

sorting the candidate messages within each bin;

producing a group of candidate messages consisting of

number of most likely candidate messages from each
bin; and

tracing at least one of the most likely candidate messages

through a the tree of candidate messages to generate a
decoded message wherein sorting the candidate mes-
sages includes processing the candidate messages in a
pipelined sorting module having pipeline stages and
wherein sorting the candidate messages includes per-
forming a partial sort of the candidate messages by pro-
cessing the candidate messages with fewer than all of the
pipeline stages.

26. A system for decoding a message received over a com-
munication channel, the method comprising:

a receiving an encoded message;

organizing a plurality of candidate messages into a number

of bins in a memory;

sorting the candidate messages within each bin;

producing a group of candidate messages consisting of

number of most likely candidate messages from each
bin;

tracing at least one of the most likely candidate messages

through a the tree of candidate messages to generate a
decoded message; and

assigning a convergence score to tracing operations based

on a number of generations between the most likely
candidate message and a previously processed candidate
messages.

27. The method of claim 26 further comprising adjusting
the size of a search space based on a value of the convergence
score or an external control signal.
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28. The method of claim 27 wherein adjusting the size of
the search space includes adjusting the number of sort opera-
tions performed by the sorting module or adjusting the num-
ber of candidate messages to be sorted.

29. The method of claim 27 wherein adjusting the size of
the search space includes turning pipeline stages on or off,
gating power to portions of the sorting module, changing a
frequency of a clock, or a combination thereof.

30. A system for decoding a message received over a com-
munication channel, the system comprising:

a receiver for receiving an encoded message;

a pipelined sorting module configured to sort candidate
messages to identify one or more most likely candidate
messages from each message bin;

a traceback module configured to receive the most likely
candidate messages and determine a convergence value
based on convergence of the most likely candidate mes-
sages with previously processed most likely candidate
messages.

31. The system of claim 30 further comprising a circuit to
enable or disable one or more pipeline stages of the pipelined
sorting module based on the convergence value.

32. A method comprising:

dividing b2* candidate messages into o independent lists of
candidate messages;

providing each independent list of candidate messages to a
respective one of a plurality of pipelined sorting stages;

determining in a first one of the plurality of pipelined
sorting stages the b/a candidate messages from each of
the a independent lists of candidate messages; and

performing a traceback to identify a desired candidate mes-
sage from the best candidate messages;
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wherein a, b, are positive integers and k is a non-negative

integer.

33. The method of claim 32 wherein dividing the b2* can-
didate messages into o independent lists of candidate mes-
sages comprises randomly partitioning b2* candidate mes-
sages among the o lists of candidate messages.

34. The method of claim 32 wherein randomly partitioning
b2* candidate messages comprises randomization of b2* can-
didate messages prior to partitioning.

35. The method of claim 32 wherein dividing the b2* can-
didate message into o independent lists comprises:

assigning strongly correlated nodes substantially evenly

across the o lists of candidate messages.

36. The method of claim 35 wherein assigning strongly
correlated nodes comprises assigning sibling candidates to
different ones of the o lists of candidate messages.

37. The method of claim 32 further comprising randomiz-
ing an order in which nodes correspondent to candidate par-
ent messages generate nodes corresponding to candidate chil-
dren messages.

38. The method of claim 32 wherein performing a trace-
back comprises:

storing in memory pointers to each of the best candidates

messages and message values for each of the best can-
didate messages; and

utilizing the pointers to interactively traverse a list of best

candidate messages to generate an output.

39. The method of claim 38 wherein, when traversing the
list of best candidate messages during the backtrace proce-
dure, a divergence is identified between a current backtrace
and a previous backtrace, then terminating the current back-
trace and returning a value based upon the divergence.

#* #* #* #* #*



